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Glossary


Historical and Geographical Names
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Kuyavia — historical name of the Kyiv lands, mentioned in Eastern and Arabic sources of the 9th–10th centuries. In the novel — a state with its center in Kyiv.

Slavia — historical name of the northern lands of Rus', which most researchers associate with the Novgorod region. In the novel — a northern state with its capital in Novgorod.

Rus' — medieval East Slavic state of the 9th–10th centuries.

Constantinople — capital of the Byzantine Empire.

Varangians — people from Scandinavia (Vikings) who served as warriors, engaged in trade, and participated in the governance of Rus' lands.

The Route from the Varangians to the Greeks — trade route connecting Scandinavia with Byzantium through the rivers of Eastern Europe.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Titles and Social Structure
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Knyaz — ruler of a state or tribal union.

Knyaginya — wife of a knyaz or a woman who exercises power independently.

Voivode — military leader or high-ranking military commander.

Druzhina — professional military force and the knyaz's closest retinue.

Veche — popular assembly of free city dwellers.

Knyaz's Ring — symbol of princely power and legitimate right to the throne.
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Religion and Rituals
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Volkhv — pagan priest, seer, and keeper of ancient traditions.

Perun — god of thunder, lightning, and war in Slavic mythology.

Kupala — traditional summer festival associated with the cult of fire, water, and fertility.
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The Death of a Ruler and the Birth of a Faith
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In the latter half of the 9th century, in the southern lands of the Slavic tribes, Kyiv already rose above the Dnieper—a formidable fortified town, a center of trade and power in the lands of Kuyavia, where the trade route from the Varangians to the Greeks converged. Along its banks, where the river’s gray waters slowly wore against the cliffs, a military camp bustled with activity. The Druzhina, hardened by battle, moved among the boats, checking their gear, aligning oars, and tightening knots. The air hung heavy with smoke, metal, and a sense of looming anticipation.

Sunlight flashed along the blades, throwing sharp glints into the eyes, while the wind tugged at the war banners as if calling them toward a distant road. Everywhere lingered that pre-march tension, where silence, strain, and a not-yet-released fury were woven into one.

Knyaz Askold stood at the fore. Tall, clad in armor, with blue eyes alight with certainty. Beside him were three of his loyal Voivodes—Dobromyr, Radomyr, and Stanislav—broad-shouldered men of middle years who had seen more than one wound in battle and had stood more than once a step from death.

Askold stepped forward and spoke. His voice, steady and strong, rolled across the camp like the strike of a kettledrum:

— Today is a day that will be written into the chronicles. Our swords burn! The gods lead us!

The Voivodes nodded in silence. And in the next instant, a war cry burst across the shore — the Druzhina beat their swords against their shields, as if awakening the very earth, proclaiming to the world: they were coming.

***
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On a rise amid the dark forest, a great fire blazed. The flames leapt upward, licking at the air, while the shadows they cast danced across the faces of silent warriors. The air was thick with the scent of smoke, resin, and ash — an ancient fragrance of sacred rite, known even to those who had once gone into battle with stone axes.

At the center of the gathering stood a volkhv — thin, gray-haired, with sharp features and piercing eyes that held the memory of generations. His hands, wrinkled and bony, lifted toward the sky, and his voice carried like the breath of wind through the trees:

— Waters and winds are our allies. They will open the path to the one who bears the strength of the ancestors in his heart.

Silence settled over the hill. One by one, the young warriors stepped into the river. The water received them like a living thing — cold, silent, patient. Smoke from the fire braided with the morning mist, merging into a ghostly haze that seemed the very voice of the forest.

During the rite, Askold stood apart. His figure was still, his gaze hard, almost icy. Yet the hand that held his sword trembled slightly — not from doubt, but from the force that seethed within his chest. He believed: the gods were listening. And they were near.

The day was clear and taut as a drawn bow. Flocks of birds swept over the Dnieper, and the river’s smooth surface shimmered in the sun like silver spilled across the earth. One by one, the Druzhina’s ships pushed off from the shore, cutting through the water like blades. The oars dipped and rose with a steady rhythm, and it seemed the river itself parted before them, yielding to the strength of these warriors.

A wind came down from the north — strong and unbound — and filled the sails, as though the gods themselves had spread their hands above the campaign, guiding its course. The banners stirred and came alive in the open sky, like omens unfurling.

At the prow of the foremost ship, amid carvings of serpents and wolves, stood Askold. His cloak lifted and snapped like the wings of a bird of prey poised to take flight. He did not look back. His eyes were fixed on the distance—beyond the horizon, where the Dnieper ended and the unknown began. And in that gaze lived not only resolve, but faith: in his people, in his fate, in the course of events already set in motion and beyond stopping.
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In the northern lands of the Slavic tribes, in distant, great Novgorod—the capital of Slavia—a mighty and valiant knyaz sat upon the throne: Rurik, a Varangian of Scandinavian origin. Once a renowned and noble warrior, invited by the people of the city to rule their realm, he was now an old man, his face lined with deep wrinkles, his gaze sharp and restless as he paced his chamber. His movements were slow, yet an unseen strength lingered in them.

Oleg — Rurik’s Voivode, the second man in the realm, a broad-shouldered warrior in his prime —stood by the window, peering intently into the distant horizon, where no sign of change could yet be seen.

— Oleg, — Rurik broke the silence, stopping and turning toward him. — He seeks to outshine the Byzantine Emperor. He craves more than just victory—he wants the world to bow before him in fear.

Oleg turned to him, giving a slight nod, as though searching for an answer within the old warrior’s words.

— Yet Constantinople still stands, — he said after a pause. — And perhaps it will never fall.

Rurik let out a deep breath, his gaze growing heavier still.

— Askold does not know defeat, — he replied quietly, as if uttering a prophecy that foretold troubled times.

***
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The walls of the Byzantine capital shuddered under the blows of battering rams, the air splitting with the sound of breaking stone. Blood ran across the paving, leaving red traces on stones that had already drunk so much pain and fear. Askold, the fearless knyaz, led his Druzhina into the fray — when suddenly his gaze caught on a line of warriors clad in armor marked with Christian symbols. Their presence unsettled him, stirred something he could not yet name.

— Dobromyr, Radomyr, Stanislav, — Askold said, turning to his men. — If this God is truly all-powerful... if He can lead us to victory... then perhaps the time has come to open our hearts to Him.

No sooner had he spoken than the Byzantines faltered and began to fall back. Fortune, it seemed, had turned in Askold’s favor. His forces broke through the defenses, and he surged into the city like a storm, sweeping all before him.
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The hall of the imperial residence was filled with the soft glow of a thousand candles, their flames trembling atop tall stands like stars of fire. Icons and golden crosses shimmered in the light, as if sacred watchers gazing upon all who stood within that holy place. The scent of incense — heavy, sweet — hung in the air, deepening the solemn weight of the moment.

Askold stood at the center of the hall, his gaze fixed on the icons, as though nothing else around him existed.

— I will keep my promise, — he said quietly, as if speaking not only to those present, but also to the unseen saints who, he believed, could still hear his words.

He bowed his head before the priests in a gesture of respect, yet inwardly he remained distant from the rite. Around him stood his Voivodes, unease written across their faces, but none dared break the silence. All waited for what the next step would bring.

The emperor lifted his head, his voice firm as a command:

— From this day forward, there shall be lasting peace between us. The merchants of the Kyivan lands shall trade in Byzantium free of duty, and your people shall live here at the empire's expense.

Askold smiled, his eyes lighting with a quiet fire of satisfaction — he had gained more than he had expected, more than even his boldest designs had imagined.
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Rurik sat upon his throne, his face dark, his eyes shadowed with anger, as though an unseen storm smoldered within them. He did not take his gaze off Oleg, who stood before him like a shadow, ready to accept whatever will his knyaz decreed.

— Askold has won glory across the world, — he said, his voice low, yet heavy as thunder. — He has forced the empire to play by his rules.

Oleg stood composed, though his heart beat faster. He knew Rurik’s words were never idle — each one carried weight.

— Knyaz, is it his new faith that troubles you? — Oleg asked, seeking the deeper truth behind his ruler’s unrest.

Rurik gripped the arms of his throne, as if trying to hold the very realm together in his hands. A dark shadow passed over his face.

— It is a betrayal of our traditions, — he said, without looking away. — He has forgotten that it was our faith, and our warriors, that brought him this victory.

Rurik fell silent, his eyes filling with thoughts that seemed to pull him into some unseen depth. He understood now that this was more than mere betrayal — it was the beginning of something greater.

— Perhaps Askold has lost his mind, — he said at last, tightening his grip on the staff that had become for him not merely a token of power, but a symbol of rule and hope. — Or... he sees something we do not yet understand.
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Knyaz Askold stood before a great table upon which a map of the lands lay unrolled. His gaze was sharpened, like that of a warrior who sees every movement on the battlefield—every bend of a river, every rise of a hill that might turn the tide. A silence filled the room, heavier than any spoken word.

— Kyiv and Novgorod are two edges of the same blade, — Askold said, his voice hard as iron. — If the blade breaks, we fall together. Unity is forged in iron and blood. The time to act has come.

The Voivodes exchanged glances, their eyes reflecting the same grave understanding that burned in their knyaz’s gaze. Some gave a quiet nod, as if already bound to his will; others tightened their grip on their weapons, ready to rush into battle at a moment’s notice.

One of the Voivodes, stepped forward. His footfalls were soft, yet they echoed like the distant roll of an approaching storm.
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The walls of Novgorod stood massive, like an impregnable fortress, and wooden towers rose above them like giants guarding the peaceful city from any threat. In the square, the Veche was in turmoil — people argued, shouted, and debated the future. The roar of voices filled the air, creating a tension that seemed ready to break into something far greater.

— Askold is coming for us, — Rurik said, his voice sounding like approaching thunder. — I knew this day would come. If he does not stop, we will turn his path to ash. But is it right to cut down a brother when words might yet save the sword?

The crowd murmured in agitation, reacting to Rurik’s words. Some nodded in approval, others frowned in doubt, as though questioning every syllable he spoke. Rurik gripped the hilt of his sword, his gaze growing darker, like a storm before it breaks.

Oleg leaned toward the knyaz and whispered quietly:

— Knyaz, you are Rurik the Great. But there is no time. If we give him the chance — he will erase us. A raised sword does not stop once it is drawn.

Rurik remained silent. His chest filled with deep breaths as if he were weighing every word, every step ahead. Each thought carried more weight than everything he felt.

— Then we will not wait... — he replied at last, rising slowly. His figure towered above the crowd, and his shadow fell across the people, as though fate itself had begun deciding what they must do.
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A quiet wind stirred the banners along the high walls, their colors slowly rippling in the fading light. Guards moved along the fortifications, their footsteps echoing in the silence, spears gripped tightly in their hands, ready for any danger. Night had not yet fallen, but its breath was already felt in the cooling air.
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